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ABSTRACT 





The focus of this work is to look into the services of Y.M.C.A with the Indian sepoys in First World War. It is an effort to look into its activities during the Great War 
ranging from its educational programmes, letter-writing services and entertainment technologies for the sepoys. This paper is an attempt to look into the role of 
Y.M.C.A. as acomfort zone for the sepoys softening the adversities of the soldiers resulting from the strain of military service in wartime conditions. 
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INTRODUCTION: 

Young Men's Christian Association, the organisation that worked for the social 
welfare of the soldiers in the outbreak of First World War was committed to 
encourage and assist young manhood physically, mentally and spiritually. Dur- 
ing the Great War, its services was extended outside British Isles and Canada to 
Egypt, Malta, Mesopotamia, India, South Africa and Australia. The Y.M.C.A war 
work was extended not just among the European soldiers but was also extended 
to the Indian soldiers serving in the imperial army. The American and Canadian 
volunteers of the Y.M.C.A. accompanied the soldiers in the Mesopotamian oper- 
ations of 1914 and served them with their youthfulness in the field far away from 
their home. Its headquarters located at Baghdad, it was operated from Bombay, 
Calcutta and London for extending their activities in Mesopotamia. In a land 
which lacked family attractions and familiar sights of home, when the men com- 
plained about the hardships of war and adversities, the Young Men Christian 
Association became a sign of friendship for the sepoys in the war theatre. Hence, 
it is significant to look at the wide range of Y.M.C.A work among the Indian 
sepoys overseas in 1914-18. 


Educational programmes for the Sepoys: 

Education of the sepoys was an important aspect of Y.M.C.A. work with the 
Sepoys in Mesopotamia. Lectures and talks educating the sepoys about the 
causes of World War | was given in military camps. The Y.M.C.A. secretaries pro- 
vided elementary education in reading and writing English by providing reading 
materials for the sepoys. They were also taught to read and write their own lan- 
guages. At the request of the camp medical officers, the Y.M.C.A. workers pro- 
vided a series of lectures for the troops on maintaining personal hygiene. At the 
Basra Base Depot in 1917, the students of Punjab University, Lahore volunteered 
to work as teachers as part of Y.M.C.A work by giving lectures to the sepoys in 
vernaculars on various topics of hygiene such as cleanliness, sanitation and 
health. It was assumed that the outlook and customs of the sepoys were different 
from the British soldiers and hence, special methods were applied and materials 
provided to the sepoys during the lectures had to be simplified. Importance was 
also given to visual teaching aids as a learning process especially for writing 
courses in Roman Urdu (Hindustani in Roman Script) for the sepoys in order to 
grow the literacy rate among the troops. The educational programmes of the 
Y.M.C.A. was valued as lectures and classes for the sepoys kept the sepoys 
employed and helped them to keep away from other temptation of camp life. 


Letter writing services of YMCA: 

The letter writing services was also one of the key feature of Y.M.C.A. work with 
the Sepoys in Mesopotamia. Due to the high rate of illiteracy prevalent among 
the Sepoys, the Y secretaries played an important role to act as intermediaries 
between the Indian Sepoys and their families back home through letter writing 
services. They circulated newspapers and pamphlets to the Sepoys presenting to 
them news from India providing information to the Sepoys on the political devel- 
opments in India and in other war theatres. Thousands of Indian sepoys appreci- 
ated the Y's letter writing services. 


Communication and Entertainment technologies: 

The Y.M.C.A. organized entertainment technologies to amuse the army. It was 
committed to build social welfare of the soldiers by strengthening the spirit of the 
troops in a modern industrialised warfare. The Y organized a large number of 
musical artists and entertainers comprising 1470 performers from the United 
States. It offered 23000 costumes and accessories, 18000 musical instruments 
and 450000 pieces of sheet music to the war theatre for entertainment purposes of 
the soldiers. One of the Y.M.C.A. service much valued by the common Indian sol- 


dier was the daily use of gramophone. At the same time, native music was also 
imported from various regions in India. The fondness of Indian music became an 
important medium to unite the ethnically diverse South Asian soldiery in the 
Great War. It was through the entertainment of music, the Sepoys were able to for- 
get the hardships of military service and adversities at the front. 


Film screenings and Magic Shows for the Sepoys: 

The regular film screenings organized by the Y secretaries kept the men content 
in the camps. The Y.M.C.A. cinemas was quite popular among the South Asian 
troops as it provided the means for uplifting the morale of the troops. The major- 
ity of Indian sepoys who hailed mostly from rural areas in India encountered tech- 
nical devices for the first time in their lives. Here the Y.M.C.A. workers played in 
important purpose to act as mediators for they introduced some sepoys of the 
lower classes to the elements of technology and entertainment, which had been 
otherwise available only to the elite sections of the Indian subcontinent. Film 
screenings especially the educational ones much on sports and other topics kept 
them entertained. The same was the case with magic lantern slide shows. At the 
Marwari Relief Centre in Amara, the magician entertained a thousand sepoys to 
an evening of night magic show. While the large number of rural Indians had 
been ignorant of the new entertainment, hundreds of soldiers in the war theatre 
came across the magic lantern slide shows through the war work of Y.M.C.A. 


Sporting Activities: 

The sporting activities organized by the Y workers for the sepoys consisted of 
cricket tournaments, football and hockey. They also occasionally played volley- 
ball and badminton. There were frequent sport events and competition between 
the British Tommy and Indian sepoys, which permitted the Indian and British sol- 
diers to unite through games and sporting events. Sports stimulated friendly 
rivalry among the troops and serves as a great training feature for the troops. The 
sporting activities helped in promoting physical fitness and wellbeing of the 
troops. 


Y.M.C.A Huts: 

Most of the sepoys had never travelled overseas. Most of them suffered from 
homesickness on their arrival to the Middle East. The establishment of Y.M.C.A. 
hut as part of the sepoy work in war theatre stood as a friendly home for the 
troops. It took the place ofa banyan tree during the heat of the day as it served as a 
meeting place for the troops. It symbolized a place of peace at the time of disorder 
and unrest. It was a place that drew the British soldiers and the sepoys together 
when the Indian Y-Secretaries acted as a mediator between them. Such a facility 
of Y- hut functioned as a comfort zone for the troops in an alien environment. The 
Y- Hut became a linking zone between the soldiers and their homes. Whether the 
hut was in a form of building or tent, the soldiers flocked to these huts. They 
would read, write, listen to lectures, watch cinemas, and talk to comrades in these 
huts. The Y.M.C.A. in all its activities looked after the comfort of the sepoys in 
war theatre. 


REFERENCES: 
I. Mayo, Katherine (1920) That Damn Y: A Record of Overseas Service, Boston: Hought- 
on Mifflin Company. 


II. Phelps, G. Sidney., Peter, W.W., Walter, Howard A., Groves, J.M., Ewald, Charles J., 
Babcock, G.I (eds) (1918) The Red Triangle in the Changing Nations, New York: Asso- 
ciation Press. 


II. Taft, William Howard., Harris, Frederick., Kent, Frederic Houston., Newlin, William. J 
(eds) (1922) Service with Fighting Men: An Account of the Work of the American 
Young Men's Christian Associations in the World War, New York: Association Press. 


Copyright© 2020, IERJ. This open-access article is published under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International License which permits Share (copy and redistribute the material in any 
medium or format) and Adapt (remix, transform, and build upon the material) under the Attribution-NonCommercial terms. 


International Education & Research Journal [IERJ] 


EB 





E-ISSN No : 2454-9916 | Volume: 6 | Issue: 11 | Nov 2020 


IV. Fischer-Tine, Harald (2019) "Unparalleled Opportunities: The Indian Y.M.C.A.'s Army 
Work Schemes for Imperial Troops during the Great War (1914—1920)', The Journal of 
Imperial and Commonwealth History, 47:1, 100-137. 


International Education & Research Journal [I[ERJ] 


